
Fruit for thought 
“Cultivars have always been a key aspect of the citrus industry due to the need to adapt 
production to the international market demands. The competitiveness is dramatically 
increasing in citrus international markets and our economic survival of the citrus industry 
depends heavily on availability of new improved cultivars that meet the increasing market 
demand for higher quality fruits”. 
The above statement was made by Luis Navarro, convenor, at the opening of the 
International Citrus Congress in Spain last year. This statement could be echoed by any 
industry body in Citrus industries around the world at present. More importantly South 
Africa needs to recognise that the country making this statement and other similarly large 
countries have the financial and institutional capacity to achieve these goals. The question 
is: does South Africa and if not is it able to procure these cultivars? 
The answers to this question probably lie in the recent history of cultivar development.  
In the past, cultivars were generally exchanged freely between industries. In this era we 
saw the exchange of successful, ‘Open’ cultivars such as Eureka, Lisbon, Clem Nules, 
Mihowase, Palmer, Lane Late, Delta, Midknight, Star Ruby, etc. the majority of which were 
selected from spontaneous mutation. 
The Recent Past saw the beginnings of protected varieties which were only accessed 
through payment of royalties. Early royalties were set per tree. Over time, surface area 
and production royalties were added. In recent times we have seen the introduction of 
controversial restrictions of access to growers, (clubs), nurseries and Market agents.  
Unfortunately during the same time we have seen the demise of the “Open” cultivar as far 
as new releases go, possibly resulting in increased restrictions in the future.  
Reading between the lines of the 6th plenary session: New genetic and genomic tools for 
citrus breeding.  Mike Roose (UCR.) Quote; “As knowledge of gene functions rapidly 
improve, breeders will be able to target specific genes; using new breeding technologies, 
(Cis-genics etc.) which will reduce the “random” element in hybridization-selection 
breeding.” 
These expensive new gen, techniques, (probably out of reach for SA), could result in 
further restrictions as Countries, States, large corporations, and grower groups jostle for 
competitive edge. 
The future, (already under discussion), could see countries or states refusing access to 
competitor states. 
 This will be a serious challenge to our industry and to unaligned growers, staying 
competitive if we are excluded from foreign breeding programmes in future.   
As a result, this is a key area of our focus and other cultivar companies, in building 
relationships with strategically important breeding programmes around the world. 
Hopefully, entrepreneurial spirit will prevent these restrictive practices and free 
economics will remain the driving force in the release of new cultivars that present a 
potential return to the breeder. !
Alternative thinking proposed by a well-respected horticulturist from Florida, is that the 
cultivar industry would likely be saturated within the next 10 years, (faster, gene, target 
specific breeding methods, might accelerate this).  Given the large volume of promising 
Late Navel and Mandarins currently being evaluated and released at present, this could 
well be true and good news for farmers if royalty prices come under pressure.  
However this saturation will not only affect Breeders but in time Growers as well as 
current lucrative niche markets become oversupplied. 
 Notwithstanding, thought should be given to the many, good open cultivars that exist that 
are good alternatives to the new cultivars on offer. They often have a longer track record 
and therefore better evaluated in many conditions than most new cultivars. Interestingly 
Open cultivars still represent 60% of new trees made over the past 3 years and the leader 
by 10% is Eureka Lemon. 
There have also been numerous cases of new PBR cultivars that have not been properly 
evaluated before release, sometimes resulting in losses to growers. In the hunt for 
competitive edge and the ‘New New thing’, growers should take care to research new 
varieties carefully before planting. Planting a new variety in the absence of objective 



evaluation is a dangerous practice. And it is not a given that a well-advertised new variety 
will always be better than an open variety. 
Interestingly this year, an old “tried and tested”, open variety, Lane Late, (no royalty 
costs), fell into 2nd place in an accumulated production trial over 10 years, beating 8 other 
PBR varieties. Food for thought. !
Much the same as the housing market since the 2008 Sub-Prime disasters, supply and 
demand for cultivars will fluctuate. We could well be facing an oversupply of cultivars in 
the near future but this would be temporary if the rules of the game change. 
 In our ever changing world, improved taste, seedlessness, productive and visual, 
phenotypes, will not be the only criteria in the plant breeders spot light. 
 Disease tolerance and health benefits, amongst others, will come into play. Consider a 
variety showing tolerance to Asian greening for instance that could save an entire industry. 
The demand and subsequent royalty return of such a cultivar would make an interesting 
calculation. Food for thought.  


